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For a better world, ask "inconvenient" questions
Published: January 31, 2011 in Knowledge@SMU 
For any democratic society, asking tough "inconvenient" questions should not only be an accepted norm in political debates, but also a necessary one.
After all, it is through the asking of such questions that helps maintain the balance of power amongst the various stakeholders in governance that, in
turn, helps ensure policy decisions are fine-tuned. It is a necessary antidote to intellectual complacency and reticence, and it promotes accountability.
In Singapore – where people are often criticised for their indifference and apathy, and whose political landscape has seen the uninterrupted rule of one
political party – inconvenient questions may be all the more vital to "provoke and stimulate" the nation's leadership and its people to greater heights.
And no one is more suited to address this than Viswa Sadasivan, chief executive of Strategic Moves, a corporate strategy consultancy and training firm.
In his maiden speech as a Nominated Member of Parliament (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nominated_Member_of_Parliament)(NMP) in 2009, Sadasivan
tabled a motion for Parliament to reaffirm its commitment to the principles enshrined in the national pledge, which promises, among other things, the
endeavour towards democratic values and equality, “regardless of race, language or religion”. The speech
(http://theonlinecitizen.com/2009/10/nominated-mp-viswa-sadasivans-maiden-speech/)made headlines in the local media, and was quickly reproduced
across several blogs.
Though rousing and thought provoking on its own, there was no doubt that public interest in Viswa's speech extended as authority figures responded to
the arguments. The fact that the Minister Mentor (MM) himself had offered a rebuttal, threw weight to its significance. After all, the last time MM Lee
Kuan Yew had spoken in parliament was back in 2007 (http://www.nytimes.com/2007/04/09/world/asia/09iht-sing.3.5200498.html), when he defended a
motion to increase ministerial pay.
Lee, who had suggested previously that he was not going to intervene in parliamentary proceedings, said this occasion necessitated his response
(http://www.pmo.gov.sg/content/pmosite/mediacentre/inthenews/ministermentor/2009/August/dangerous_to_lethighfalutinideasgoundemolishedmm.html),
as it would be "dangerous to allow such highfalutin ideas to go undemolished and mislead Singapore". 'Highfalutin' then quickly became a household
adjective in the months that followed, popping up across media commentaries and coffee shop chatter.
Overcoming inconvenient jitters
Recalling that August 2009 episode at a lunchtime talk (http://www.business.smu.edu.sg/wkwc/lunchtime_talks/LT2011.asp)organised by the Wee Kim
Wee Centre (http://www.business.smu.edu.sg/wkwc/), Viswa told an audience of mostly undergraduate students that he did not intend for his speech
to cause controversy, and that he was not out to "score points" with the public. “I spoke from my heart about something that has been bothering me
for a very long time.” As for the in-house rebuttal that followed, Viswa said, “I spoke from the heart, he (Lee) spoke from his heart, and I responded.”
It was intimidating on a personal level, he recalled. However, Viswa stressed that Lee was simply voicing his belief, and everyone has a right to his or
her own belief, no matter how inconvenient it may be for others – himself included. "Don't use fear as an excuse for inaction," he said. "When you
believe in something, have faith."
Viswa's advice for allaying the jitters that come with asking hard hitting, inconvenient questions is to first examine the conviction behind the words. "I
will speak from my heart, not carelessly or callously," he said. Even then, these views are no less subject to scrutiny or demolition; and one should not
go around, expecting unanimous 'buy-in', because "if you go around with the assumption that everyone must agree with you, and that those who
disagree are dumb, brow-beating you… then you're on the wrong track".
"If what you say doesn’t draw a reaction or at least a response, then you are not saying anything sufficiently relevant or consequential. So, if you
speak from your heart, you must be prepared for a robust response and take it in your stride," he added.
Talk to diverse groups of friends to test the veracity and soundness of your arguments, Viswa next advised. "Ask them out on the pretext of having
coffee and then ask them what they think of this and that," he joked. "We chat about a lot of things, my friends and I. We disagree a lot, and that
makes conversations all the more exciting".
Sure, people can get upset sometimes, especially when they lose arguments, but the point is to spur continuous personal reflection, and to get over the
fear of being on the losing end of debates. He added, "There are things I disagree with; there are things that are unfair, but I'm not going to succumb
to fear – it is a copout, especially when you claim to believe in something."  That said, one needs to know when to 'let go' (of the argument) once the
point has been made. 
Inconvenient habits start from young
Inconvenient questions should not be limited to the realm of adults and politics. Viswa himself has been subject to numerous inconvenient questions
from his own child and his many nephews and nieces.
He recalled, for example, that when his daughter was about five years old, she had asked him about the function of lungs. His then reply was that you
need lungs to breathe. She then asked him if worms have lungs, and when he said no, she reminded him that he had earlier mentioned that one needs
lungs to breathe.
Challenging as it may be to answer some of these kinds of questions that kids may have, from time to time, Viswa believes that all children should be
encouraged to ask questions, if for any reason, to stimulate curiosity and an inquisitive mind. 
Back in his early days, he recalled, children were typically not allowed to ask endless questions. It was then seen as being mischievous or impertinent,
and so, it was not uncommon to hear stories from childhood friends of how general chattiness was closely followed by slaps, or even the much feared
rattan cane.
This may have something to do with the pecking order in Asian societies, where respect for elders often translates to refraining from questioning what
they say or do. "It's also about 'face' – not putting people of authority in a spot, especially when they can't answer your questions," he added.
But culture and tradition cannot and should not become a justification for creating a "curiosity-hampered" or silenced people. Viswa reminded the
audience, "You will never have a situation that is perfect; where people will reward you, from young, to ask difficult questions." Having an opinion does
not mean being anti-establishment; so even if the question is, indeed, highly 'inconvenient', you can still frame it in a way that is honest, but not rude
or impolite.
No progress without inconveniences
History offers us many examples of how vast, positive differences are made possible by those who dare to challenge the status quo. Martin Luther King
and Nelson Mandela came to Viswa’s mind, where, if not for their struggles with what was highly inconvenient at the time, he believes Obama may not
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be US president today, and apartheid may still be a living, breathing phenomenon in South Africa.
He acknowledged that people may avoid asking inconvenient questions for fear of disrupting conventions or norms. To this, Viswa’s response is that
people should not be too quick to presume that they would be heretics for asking hard questions. "Inconvenient questions are not necessarily
mischievous; most of the time, we ask out of natural curiosity and a genuine interest in wanting to make a difference for the better." Organisations
today want people who are able to ask inconvenient questions too, he said, because "at a personal level, if you stop asking these questions, you won’t
progress.”
Inconvenient questions are also often the basis of change, reform and invention. Viswa shared the story of an entrepreneur he met in Perth, Australia.
This man was in the house-moving business, and had come up with a hydraulic machine that enabled him to load and offload a full truck within an hour –
on his own.
The idea for the hydraulic machine came about as he observed how other movers were going about their tiresome jobs. He then asked himself how he
could make things better. "The convenient thing to do would've been to just carry on and do what everybody else does," said Viswa. But this man dared
to ask an inconvenient question, and that led him to devise an extraordinary solution. "This is true innovation: creativity plus the drive and wherewithal
to put thoughts into action."
A job that would have usually taken some 6-8 workers to complete in at least half a day now takes this single entrepreneur about an hour. While most
of his competitors dare only to take on about two jobs a day, he takes on up to five. What this story demonstrates, according to Viswa, is that
progress requires the kind of unconventional thinking that can only come about with the asking of inconvenient questions – whether the question is
asked out aloud or through reflection.
This entrepreneur thought hard for answers to his inconvenient questions, it spurred him to challenge commonly accepted practices of the trade, and
success followed. This sort of constructive disruption cannot be taught or manufactured simply by attending school or training courses. Viswa believes,
instead, that innovation will come about when there is "an environment where inconvenient questions are being asked, or might I even say, permitted."
People need to be motivated, and incentivised to think out of the box.
The motivating power of inconvenience
While asking inconvenient questions is important, it may not necessarily lead to change. This is because at the end of the deliberation, one may
ultimately conclude that present ideas or practices are, indeed, the best answers or solutions. But even in these cases, inconvenient questions play an
equally vital role because one would then proceed with a deeper conviction, knowing that alternative possibilities have been explored with more than
casual interest.
Viswa cited George Herbert’s The Collar, apoem about a Catholic priest who began to question his belief as he found his life of restraint and austerity to
be overly restrictive. The priest took off his collar and went on a journey, asking many inconvenient and painful questions about his faith and God. At
the end, the priest found himself reacquainted with his faith, in ways that could not have been possible, if he had never ventured beyond the church.
This time, he wore the collar with deeper conviction and commitment.
The point of an exercise in asking perplexing questions, said Viswa, is that one becomes much more aware of his or her attitudes and actions. "In our
society, we see a lot of people who do things because that's what they've been told to do. I'm not saying this is wrong, but if you do it without
understanding why you do it, and without conviction, can you really expect to excel?"
Plus, if no meaningful appreciation exists, motivations are likely to be weak and shallow, Viswa noted. And why do some people follow conventions
blindly, without question? "People give themselves excuses; they think they can't break free from conventions. They'd look at others and say, 'He's
different because his parents are rich, etc.' But the day you say 'I have no choice'… is the day your self-fulfilling prophecy begins."
Questioning what you know
There is an art to the asking inconvenient questions, said Viswa. Here, he referred to Karl Popper’s Theory of Falsification which posits that the true
way to establish the validity of a theory is not by seeking verifications but trying your best to falsify it and failing. "Just because you find some
evidence doesn't make your hypothesis correct. It doesn't invalidate it, that's all. But it doesn't validate it."
Also important, is an awareness of the driving force behind the questions. "Don't ask cursory questions. Ask because you want to know the answer. And
in your search, don't just go through the motions," he stressed. "Search with diligence; with exactitude. If you fail, then you know that your original
premise is true."
Viswa acknowledged, however, that knowing too much can sometimes be counterproductive. Knowledge is a double-edged sword. It tells, for example,
stories of people who have tried and failed, and this might inhibit a person from wanting to find things out independently. "A lot of times, knowledge will
prescribe what works and what doesn't. If you take that knowledge, lock, stock, and barrel, you won’t go out and explore other possibilities because
knowledge tells you what works and what doesn’t.”
Be that as it may, Viswa stressed that knowledge, on its own, will not give rise to originality or innovation. So people should be aware of the limiting
capacity of simply relying on prescriptive wisdom, and not allow themselves to be inhibited by what is commonly accepted, he said.
To achieve happiness, prosperity and progress
To sum up his lecture, Viswa posed an inconvenient question to himself, and to the audience. In Singapore, he said, we hear the word 'meritocracy'
over and over again, and this is twinned with the concept of 'equal opportunity'. "We hear it so often that we have come to accept them as being the
same… but do they necessarily go hand in glove? Do they complement each other as well today as they did in the 1960s, 70s and early 80s?” he asked.
The principles of meritocracy and equal opportunity jived well together in the first two decades after independence, Viswa argued. This was because, at
the time, Singapore was still a developing country and a vast majority of the people were from low income households. Almost everyone, regardless of
race, religion or socio-economic background, had a fair crack at doing well in school and getting a government scholarship; they commenced the race
from the same start line.
As a society, we want to give people equal opportunities, he said. However, circumstances have evolved. He cited the example of pre-school education
to illustrate this point. Some parents (albeit a small number today) do not send their children to kindergarten because they cannot afford it. Other
parents send their children to 'Ivy League' kindergartens that charge more than S$1,200 a month. So children of the various social classes receive very
different levels of help.
This would be fine if, regardless of a child's kindergarten experience or the lack of it, all children were taught basic literacy and numeracy skills when
they enter into primary school. But this has not been the case, argued Viswa. "Kids are expected to know how to read and count when they enter
primary one.” 
Viswa clarified that he was by no means suggesting that well-heeled parents should refrain from "spoiling the market" for the rest who cannot afford the
luxury class of childcare or education services. "This would be ridiculous and regressive," he said. He noted, too, that it would not be constructive to
blame the education system or policymakers.
Singapore's education system has progressed "by leaps and bounds" over the past decades; and inconvenient questions can propel it even further,
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Viswa noted. The point of bringing up the issue of 'equal opportunity', he said, was to question the idea of privilege, its accompanying social outcomes
and responsibilities. "Reflect on how privileged you are, to have access to university education," he urged the students in the audience, "and ask if
you've considered the plight of those who have not been as fortunate."
When asked if his conception of 'equal opportunity' was, in itself, too conventional, Viswa responded, "Now, that's an inconvenient question." The term,
he admitted, could mean many things at a practical and philosophical level, and so he promised to reflect further on his first premise – no matter how
inconvenient.
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